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What people are saying about


The Promise of Right Relationship


Wisdom makes room for simple truths to change us in the tiniest and most profound ways. Pamela Haines’s life, as illuminated in these essays, speaks of the courage and joy of right relationships with the people and the natural world around her. The Promise of Right Relationship offers insights, inspiration, and delightful examples for all of us striving to live loving, conscientious lives.


Nadine Hoover, author of Creating Cultures of Peace, Walking in the World as a Friend, and editor of The Power of Goodness


I don’t know anyone who wouldn’t find this remarkable book helpful: deepening their awareness of how they live their lives, increasing their confidence, sense of power and choice, and love for themselves and others. Pamela Haines’ voice is calm and reassuring, with a gentle humor. I noticed more light in the room where I was reading.


George Lakey, educator and activist, author of Dancing with History: A Life for Peace and Justice


Pamela’s collection of essays is a series of reflections on topics most of us care about. She articulately describes what it means to be a seeker, yet also aware of her advantage in the world. She is always caring, always curious, and always sensitive to multiple perspectives. She manages to go beyond the simplistic good guy/bad guy narrative, lifting up nuance and coating it with love. Her specific stories all lead to a broader understanding of our world. Her essays left me feeling more joyful and more able to play my part.


Shelley Tannenbaum, General Secretary, Quaker Earthcare Witness


Within the Judeo-Christian-Humanist tradition, Quakerism has uniquely centered the ethics of right relationship. Combined with the ethics of reverence for life, it lifts the veil on a flowering landscape of readaptation in which a social economy of adequate access to the means of life under the governance of “no more than needed” provides a bountiful and satisfying way of life. I am delighted to see Pamela Haines take up this theme in such a fresh and wide-ranging collection of essays. I commend them to the attention of all.


Keith Helmuth, author of Tracking Down Ecological Guidance
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Preface


As I thought of how to begin this book of reflections, my mind returned again and again to Quaker John Woolman, who lived in the late 1700s on the eastern seaboard of North America. I can think of no other person who exemplifies the spirit of right relationship more fully. If he were to read anything I have written here and nod his head, I would be honored beyond words.


To John Woolman


Friend John,


pacing your apple orchard in colonial times,


pondering the evil that grows from love of money,


the plight of the poor, how they connect,


where we fit in.


Opening your heart to the oppressed—


field workers, beasts of burden


all who labor painfully that others might indulge


in that which only separates them from God.


Traveling long hours on horseback or on foot


to visit those who still hold slaves,


taking time to center first in love—


love for all God’s creatures,


the least and the great,


the harmed and those who harm


(perhaps unknowingly)


then searching for the words


to open clouded hearts.


I feel you near. I read those quiet, careful words


and hear the great passion that rings beneath,


your keen mind revealed, undaunted by truth


unflinching in the task of bringing it to light.


Your mind’s alive in me—


the choice to look and think,


make sense of our economy,


who works, who gains, how money flows,


puzzle out connections, patterns, probe for roots,


sure that life together here on earth


can somehow be made right.


Your single-minded quest


sounds the depths of courage


and of faith. I glimpse where you


in hard-won steadfastness believe:


we cannot be at peace


until our lives are stripped down to our share.


Your task is laid upon my heart.


If only you can find the words to say


how sweet it is to live as we were meant,


while willing us to look, clear-eyed


at all the facets of our unconsidered lives—


the excesses that weigh us down


the ease that rubs another raw—


If only you can stand before us one by one,


invite us through hard truth and through great love


to lay those burdens down—


then we will change.


Impossible, so it would seem—


or maybe not.









Foreword


Keith Helmuth


When I was working on our Quaker Institute for the Future book, Right Relationship: Building a Whole Earth Economy, I was thinking primarily of the subsidiary relationship of human economic behavior to the terrestrial and biospheric boundaries within which it operates, along with the social context of equitable access to the means of life, which extends to the whole commonwealth of life.


That’s a pretty broad sweep, but when a friend spoke later of the “ethics of right relationship” it tripped my consciousness of the expression into a new appreciation of its reach and its functional utility as a framework of guidance. The experience was on par with my long ago reading the philosophical works of Albert Schweitzer and encountering his articulation of “the ethics of reverence for life.”


In his quest for the foundations of ethics, Albert Schweitzer conducted an exhaustive and unsuccessful search through all the cultural systems and great philosophers of the world seeking a coherent basis for ethics. After being intellectually defeated by his efforts, he was opened to his cardinal insight while not thinking, but rather contemplating the teaming panorama of life before him on a river voyage from his clinic to another Congo village for the delivery of medical services. “Reverence for life” came to him as the state of consciousness in which a coherent and durable basis for ethical guidance can be found. He wrote that the “iron door” blocking his efforts had “opened.” His quest, thereafter, was in the field of articulation and application, in mindful living.


The ethics of reverence for life, as articulated by Schweitzer, cautions us—no more than needed. “No more than needed,” indeed! Try lining that guidance up with the growth-insistent economy and the destruction of earth’s biodiversity that “normal” living now routinely requires. It’s enough to make one weep.


The ethics of reverence for life and ethics of right relationship together lift the veil on a flowering landscape of readaptation in which a social economy of adequate access to the means of life under the governance of “no more than needed” provides a bountiful and satisfying way of life. This is not fantasy. We know this kind of readaptation works because there are examples of it that are flourishing and a movement for scaling up is underway. It’s not about “simple living.” There is nothing simple about it. It’s about discipline and hard work. It’s a calling to solidarity with the commonwealth of life in the interests of survival.


My experience, triggered by that phrase, “ethics of right relationship,” was not so dramatic as Schweitzer’s opening to “reverence for life,” but it launched me into a realization that the concept of right relationship translated into a lens of consciousness and a tool of analysis that had the potential to become a cultural meme.


I have witnessed increased reference to “right relationship” over the last fifteen years. The emergence of “the ethics of right relationship” is one of the flags being flown ever higher over the consciousness of the readaptation required to stop the destruction of the commonwealth of life and create new systems of biologically coherent and socially equitable human settlement.


But more than a spreading cultural meme, “right relationship” is also a central concept in Confucian and Buddhist traditions, and is strongly evident in the respect with which many Indigenous peoples honor the whole Creation.


Within the Judeo-Christian-Humanist tradition, Quakerism uniquely seized on the “ethics of right relationship,” which was brought to a fully rounded expression by John Bellers and John Woolman. John Bellers’ economic and social justice thinking powerfully influenced Robert Owen, the founder of the Cooperative Movement. Bellers was cited by Karl Marx “as a veritable phenomenon in the history of political economy.” John Woolman was also an observer and analyst of economic behavior and a proto-ecologist who saw and called out the wrong relationship of not only slavery but of landowners who degraded the fertility of the soil by maximizing short-term wealth accumulation.


Of course the rise of “right relationship” to the status of a cultural meme did not come sui generous into the Quaker lexicon. It is rooted in a variety of contexts, which extends the range of its recognition and increases the subtlety of its penetration to both the cognitive and emotional levels of ascent. I think it fair to say the way “right relationship” rose within our work with Quaker Institute for the Future appears to have helped stir a remembrance among Friends and seed a resonance that is now self-propagating, which is what an effective meme does.


I am delighted to see Pamela Haines take up this theme in such a fresh and wide-ranging collection of essays. I commend them to the attention of all.


Keith Helmuth is the author of Tracking Down Ecological Guidance; Presence, Beauty, Survival.









Introduction


The issues of our day are big ones (to say the least!): human rights, racial justice, economic equality, democracy, the climate. It’s easy to be moved by the passion of those who are active in movements for change, to be inspired by their words and actions, unite with their vision, and feel that they are speaking on our behalf. But right relationship requires more. Passive agreement is not relationship. Relationship requires showing up.


Of course the ways of showing up are infinite, differing for different people, times and circumstances. We can throw ourselves in fully, claiming this as our work. We may be leaders ourselves, or build on our experience to identify decision-makers and offer insights on what will make their work most effective. We can find a group that is working on this issue and join in. We can find someone who has chosen to be involved, and offer them consistent encouragement and backing. We can make a point of staying informed in ways that allow us to thoughtfully amplify a message. We can open up personal conversations with friends and family. We can hold the goals and those who are actively engaged in our hearts. What we can’t do, if we value our integrity, is not show up at all. Being in right relationship requires discernment. What is a role I can play that is a fit for my circumstances, my gifts, and the situation and needs of the other? Do my reasons for being involved or not involved stand up to testing? It requires staying close enough in to know if/when our relationship might need to change. Whatever role we find, being in right relationship also requires being an open-hearted peer, neither desperate to have personal needs met nor assuming that we know best, but ready to both give and receive.


These great movements of our times cry out for such discernment. But there are other parts of our lives that call for right relationship as well, and sometimes the ones that are closer in can be harder to see with a clear eye. How do we find our way to right relationship with ourselves and our own goodness and failings, with those around us and what we need, with knowledge and mastery and work?


As I reflect on questions that might aid in discernment in all of these areas, I think of the principles I was raised with in my Quaker community. We called them “testimonies,” but they might be more accurately described as frameworks for living: community, equality, simplicity, peace, stewardship and integrity. Is the community around me nourished by this choice of a way of being? Is equality both embedded in the position I am taking, and promoted as a goal? Is it essentially simple? Does it cut through the layers of complexities and clutter in modern life and expose the clean lines of truth? Is it life-affirming? Does it acknowledge my place in the larger community of life and my responsibility to nurture it? Is it honorable? Does it have the ring of truth?


The times are tumultuous. The situation we find ourselves in will continue to change. There will be no final decision about the form that our response will take. But an intention to keep reaching for right relationship will be integral to helping us find our way forward.
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